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>> Welcome to the third session of our MOOC, Whitman's Civil War: Writing and Imaging Loss, 
Death, and Disaster. This week, the theme will be language and treatment, and we'll be looking at a 
variety of texts. Ed, do you wanna say a word about what we'll see? 
 
>> Yeah, we're gonna look, this week at some of Whitman's prose and Memoranda During the War 
where it talks about the patent office hospital: a place that he worked, a place that he nursed soldiers, 
and a place that he witnessed the Abraham Lincoln's second inaugural ball. One of the things that 
emerges in his writing about that building is something that I think occurs to all of us as we enter 
any building. And that is, it's got a history, right? It's got a palimpsest of things that happened there. 
And that you can access that palimpsest of experiences. And we're gonna see Whitman, focusing on 
a little word, just a word that associates neatly with the patent office hospital and that is cases. 
Because a patent office hospital was filled with cases showing the latest inventions, little models of 
the latest inventions. But very quietly as Whitman begins recalling how that space becomes a 
hospital, and how the soldiers were installed between these cases, that you had two kinds of cases: 
you have the wounded cases down next to the cases of the inventions themselves. And it's one of 
those moments where I think we can feel where Whitman's journalistic sense of trying to capture the 
reality of a place, very realistic language - I'm gonna talk about the cases in the patent office building 
- becomes a poetic moment where he suddenly realizes that association of the word cases, which 
becomes very evocative. And then when he begins to think about what it's like to see the quadrille in 
the ballroom during the inaugural ball. That, how different that very same space was just months 
before. And so we're gonna see in the text we're looking at today, those places where Whitman, 
wouldn't wanna quite call attention or a struggle between realism and poetry. Because for Whitman, 
it's always a slippery border. He's capturing the reality in both the journalism and the poetry. But he's 
also discovering those moments of such intense reality that they seem to just transform, slip their 
way into poetry, and we'll see that in the Vigil Strange, I Kept on the Field One Night, March in the 
Ranks, Hard Pressed and the Road Unknown, see it quite powerfully and poignantly in a letter that 
he wrote to the parents of a soldier that he nursed and who died. And with whom Whitman share 
the soldier's final kiss and he writes a letter to the parents. And it's an attempt to realistically, 
clinically describe what had happened to their son, but the intensity of that description moves into 
one of the strangest and most wondrous areas of poetic imagination Whitman has, as he discovers 
just how malleable, just how quickly relationships can transform. 
 
>> And I love the way that you concentrate on that very simple word, case. One of Whitman's 
descendants, you might say, John Ashbury has said that, many times a poem will start for him when 
he hears a bit of language in a new light. I'm thinking particularly of that phrase, cut the mustard, he 
thought, he began to think, what does that actually mean? So, you take a phrase or a bit of language 
and it begins to shimmer with new meaning. And you have the sense, in these entries in Memoranda 
During the War that the poet is doing what he does very well, which is to pay attention, to observe, 
to note the different, note down the details, the concrete details in that setting. And then you have 
the feeling he sees that word case and thinks, that's, there's something more here. And that 
concentration on the word case makes possible that larger texture and context, and within which the 
writing always resides. The cases displaying human ingenuity on the one hand and then the wounded 
cases on the other, later in that letter to the house goes, Son, S-O-N, and son, S-U-N, finding 
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themselves next to each other. He's always aware of the many different potentialities that reside 
within even the simplest words. 
 
>> Right, and he discovers the connections. I mean, I think part of what we identify as the poetic in 
Whitman during the Civil War period is that uncanny ability he has to see that these cases, the cases 
that showcase man's ingenuity, and the cases that showcase man's cruelty, are not just opposite kinds 
of cases. They're absolutely related kinds of cases because in many of these cases, of the latest 
inventions are the latest weaponry. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And this is a war where are the weaponry has changed so dramatically that it can do such 
incredible damage so quickly to soldiers. That is he sees those two cases next to each other, they're 
really part of the same case. Man's ingenuity has led to this massive death and destruction. 
 
>> And so when he attends the second inaugural and on the one hand he's seeing the beautiful 
perfumed women. He can also not forget that other kind of fragrance that he heard when the patent 
office was filled with the dead and the dying: chloroform and all the smells of the hospital. So you 
hold them in this very uneasy balance which is at the heart of literature. 
 
>> Yeah, and we're gonna see this coming up again and again in Whitman. We'll see it when we 
read the amazing elegy to Lincoln and to all the dead of the war, where there's a kind of, it's a kind 
of synaesthesia in Whitman but It's a remarkable moment, he was in New York when he got the 
news of Lincoln's assassination and lilacs were blooming in his mother's dooryard. And when he was 
in his mother's house and got the news, he stood up to walk outside just to process what he had 
discovered. And in walking outside, in the inhalation of his grief, he's breathing in lilacs. And at that 
moment, grief and the flower of new spring and new birth are forever fused and it's going to 
generate that poem and generate all of those tensions. We're going to see it in the final text for this 
week, Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun, which is a poem that just explores the impossible 
oxymoronic experience of war. How can that same moment that is producing the most intense love 
that Whitman ever felt also produce the worst horror he could ever experience? 
 
>> And they're always fused, as you say. Good place for us to start might be with the poem of 
March in the Ranks Hard Pressed in the Road Unknown, which as you have noted in your 
commentaries, we hope you are reading along with these commentaries and taking a look at that the 
images we have from Whitman's notebooks. We see how he takes down a soldier's story and then 
turns it into a poem. 
 
>> Yeah, and so many of the phrases, I mean we obviously only have those notebooks now. 
They're such an amazing gift, these notebooks because they allow us to see something of the 
workshop that is producing these finished poems. But we don't quite know, we'll never be able to 
know just what it was that Milton Roberts, the solider, told Whitman, and what it was that Whitman 
was adjusting already by the time he was writing it down. But they certainly look like notes he was 
taking of a conversation. I like to think, at least, that those phrases he's jotting down are phrases that 
Milton Roberts has said. There's a kind of poetic sensibility in this soldier, in this wounded soldier, 
as he's recalling this to Whitman. He's saying yeah, it was really, really dark and I couldn't really make 
out the forms in this place and Whitman's just jotting it down. And then as we look at that notebook 
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and look at the finished poem, we're really can kind of shocking to see actual verbatim phrases 
coming from that notebook and appearing in the poem. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And it feels a little bit like the poem we were looking at, The Cavalry Crossing a Ford where we 
have a verifiable example of a plagiarized poem or a found poem, if we want to call it that, where 
Whitman simply lifts phrases from a newspaper report on a particular battle and then generalizes it 
into this eternal image of battle. What he does with with Roberts here, is he takes those phrases and 
he begins to just put them together, a pastiche of those phrases to create the paste out of which this 
poem's going to emerge. All of this atmosphere of what it must have felt like in the middle of the 
night to be on the march and come to a lighted place in the wilderness, and that lighted place being 
lit by torches and discovering it's a church, but it's a church that's been turned into a hospital. 
Whitman creates all of that and then the amazing thing as you look at the notebook, the one thing 
that's in the poem that Roberts never mentions is a young soldier dying on the altar of that church. 
And this is where you see Whitman taking what the soldier has given him, turning it into the frame 
of this poem, and then discovering what has to be at the very heart of that frame, which is an 
encounter with a dying young man on the altar of a church, and we get an absolutely clinical 
description. He is shot in the abdomen, I mean what a line for poetry. 
 
>> And the thing that I keep thinking of, in this respect, is that here we have almost a perfect 
example of how to take notes and turn them into a poem. There's a wonderful interview that the 
writer Stephen Trimble did with John McPhee and asked him how he went about his interviewing. 
The first thing that McPhee said was I don't use that tape recorder. Trimble says, why not? And he 
says, because it doesn't select. McPhee makes the point that when he is interviewing people, they 
sometimes think he's slow because he will ask the same question over and over again. What he's 
listening for is, as he says, the right answer and that is, the shaping imagination is already beginning 
to turn this into a piece of writing. So, when Whitman is jotting down these soldiers' stories and 
often their last words, he doesn't have the luxury to ask the question again. He's got to get it right 
but his imagination is already starting to shape it. And here, I think we might see what the difference 
is between writing a piece of nonfiction as McPhee might do and what Whitman would do, 
McPhee's gonna stay with the facts and that will turn in the artfulness of how he arranges those facts 
and distributes the information in the digressions. At that precise moment, after setting it all up, 
Whitman introduces that invention of the gut shot soldier of whom, of course, he had seen many. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> Over the course of his ministrations in the hospital. And then comes the payoff. 
 
>> Yeah. It is an amazing moment. We talk about this in our commentaries but it's really worth 
emphasizing here just how magical the moment is where Whitman is telling us he's writing a poem 
that is beyond anything that poetry has ever captured before. And he has, in the clinical description, 
of a gut shot soldier, he knows from his own work in the hospitals, from what he's heard from other 
soldiers that one of the first things a soldier does on the battlefield when a soldier knows he's been 
hit, during the Civil War, was to hold the hand on the gut to see if there's any blood. Because if it's a 
gut shot, the soldiers knew it's over. They hoped that it's on a limb, because a limb can always be 
removed. But the gut shot, was the death sentence. And Whitman gives us a soldier with no doctor 
nearby, because the doctors know there's nothing to be done. 
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>> No hope. 
 
>> So we've got the soldier narrator entering the church, seeing that young boy alone on the altar, 
bleeding out of his gut with no one around him because everybody, the wound dressers, the 
physicians are handling hundreds of other cases and all the pews of the church. Whitman goes to 
this young soldier and all he can do, is put pressure on the wound, which he knows will not save his 
life, but simply delay death just for a moment. And in doing that, and stanching the flow, right? We 
talk in our commentaries about how the the poem itself, the set up as an endless syntactical flow 
from beginning to end. One sentence that just moves and moves, and then we get these little 
parenthetical pauses. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Right when he's there putting the pressure on the wound, parentheses appear, and the poem 
slows down. It can't stop it, but it could slow it down. And then we get that really odd word, I 
stanched the blood temporarily. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And I mention in the commentary how we've had five slow awkward syllables. And one of the 
most unpoetical words in the poem. Who puts the word temporarily into the poem? But it's there at 
exactly the moment it has to be, because it slows the poem down just a little. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Can't stop it, but it can slow it down, and then another parenthesis to just slow it a little more. 
And now we get the one poetic, truly conventional poetic moment in form, very UnWhitman like, a 
metaphor, his face as white as a lily. 
 
>> Yeah, and at that point, he fuses the hospital and the church. The two come together and we 
have that palimpsest again because the lily is integral to what is supposed to happened in the church. 
He's white as the lily, it's also the lily that we see in the funeral service. 
 
>> Absolutely, and the lily we see in the Easter service. 
 
>> Yeah, the resurrection. 
 
>> The resurrection, right? And it's the lily that rhymes with temporarily. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Right? So that we get a double poetic moment, we get the metaphor, and we get a very 
uncharacteristic rhyme. 
 
>> Yeah. 
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>> Everything alters, shifts and yet we realize that that parentheses, his face as white as a lily, mixed 
with the other parentheses, he is shot in the abdomen. But those two, the clinical and the poetic are 
absolutely the same. It's like case and case. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Here we have our gut shot and bleeding out of the gut, and that's why his face can be described 
as white as a lily. He is literally a cut flower. He is a flower that has its final moment of beauty before 
it dies, and he has a white face like a lily, because the blood is draining out of his gut. 
 
>> So fact and symbol come together in this one moment, which, as you say, is buried into 
parentheses. And as is so often is the case with Whitman, when he wants to say the most important 
thing, he'll make us pause yet again. 
 
>> Right. 
 
>> Just think about that. 
 
>> Yeah, I mentioned in my commentary on several of these poems, just tell important that 
parentheses is in Whitman. Not only in his poetry, but in his prose. I don't know of any other prose 
writer of the 19 century who uses the parentheses more often than Whitman does. It can drive you 
crazy because it's as if you can't say anything without stopping and rethinking it a bit, or 
contradicting it, or clarifying it. It's a continual, a quality of mind and quality of movement in both 
the prose and the poetry, that he sets a trajectory, and then he keeps pausing it. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And interrupting it and it can create incredible effects. We saw it in the wound dresser poem, 
the poem originally called the dresser where all of those parentheticals capture exactly the thing that 
has to be held within, right? So that the linguistic symbol that we have of holding something within, 
something else, is exactly what he's using it for in this poem to say I got to hold this emotion within 
myself if this comes out my hands become useless - they begin to quiver. I, and the one suffering 
convulsions at that point, and then I'm useful in the hospitals. I'm useful in the hospitals only as 
long as I can control what is within me, and every time he wants to express this horrifying emotional 
reaction that he's having, he puts it in parentheses. It has to be held. 
 
>> Yeah. Which reminds us that in a poem everything counts. And contemporary American poet, 
like Elizabeth Bishop, learned that lesson from Whitman when she needed to say the hardest things, 
she would put them into a parenthetical aside even when it looks like write it, disaster. 
 
>> Yeah, when we read Whitman, we often think or can convince ourselves that these tiny little 
delicate moments, poet James Wright wrote a great essay called The Delicacy of Walt Whitman, in 
which he said we always think of Whitman as this brawny, big poet writing these massive lines and 
so on. But he said, the genius of Whitman, the power of Whitman, is in the little detail, the delicate 
moments, and he was so right. You know, we look in a poem like March of the Ranks Hard Pressed, 
and we've been talking about how important every little thing, that word temporarily, the use of the 
parentheses, the movement toward a poetic image. It's all so vital and then we come to that odd, a 
little syntactical term, right? Which can, again, like the word temporarily look like a clumsy move on 
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Whitman's part when he says as the narrator is back outside and getting ready to fall into the ranks 
again, and prepare to march on he says, but first, I bend to the dying lad. His eyes open a half smile 
gives he me, a half smile gives he me. So why doesn't he just say he gives me a half smile? It's an odd 
syntactical turn. And as you look at that odd syntactical turn, you realize there's something, again, 
uncharacteristic for Whitman. Just like that metaphor, his face is white as a lily. Doesn't sound like 
Whitman, somehow. It's a little too poetic, until you realize the implications of that poetic refrain. 
 
>> And how completely it is rooted in physical fact. 
 
>> Absolutely, in the bleeding out from the gut. And here, we have that inversion that puts the he 
and the me on the same side of the verb, very difficult to do in English. 
 
>> Gives he me. 
 
>> Right. You want the verb, normally in syntax, to be in the middle of the subject and the object. 
This puts the subject and the object right next to each other, and they rhyme. All right, and suddenly 
you're sitting there with this really odd syntactical construction that resonates, and you're hearing, 
he-me, he-me, he-me. And, this is what the soldier has given the speaker. He has given a moment of 
such intense, tender union in the moment of death, that in some sense, he's given this 
soldier/narrator, given himself back in this mindless, endless military march, the pause, temporarily, 
to confront the dying soldier and take with him that smile that the soldier gives him at the moment 
of death. There's a resonance there that, that he and that me are now one. 
 
>> And, they have left the collective to become individual he and me. We see another inversion in 
that, vigil strange I kept. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> Which could have gone, I kept a strange vigil, but Whitman knows that by inverting this, he will 
accomplish something else. 
 
>> Yes, yes, and allows us to hear that, strange, which should be in front of vigil, in English, right? 
As an adjective that's modifying vigil. So we have, strange vigil that I kept on the field one night. But 
by inverting that, and putting the adjective after the noun, it attaches itself to the pronoun that 
follows and we begin to hear vigil strange I kept. And there's and estrangement to the I, that is 
gonna be the very subject of this poem. That I, that now is facing this dead comrade and this dead 
soldier, that is going to forever alter the I. It's going to now be for the narrator, a strange I, that is 
looking over and caring for this corpse on the battlefield. 
 
>> So there are manuscript versions of this poem? 
 
>> Yeah there are, and it's really an interesting case. Because Whitman, in the fall of 1862, when he 
hears of William King's death, he makes a little note and said, writes in that note, I heard of poor 
Bill's death. He was shot on Pope's retreat. Arthur took him in his arms, and he died in about an 
hour and a half. Arthur buried him himself, he dug his grave. So he's got the outlines of what we're 
going to see is that poem. And then about a year later, in another notebook, just out of nowhere, he 
begins writing little lines about that burial, about the one soldier burying his comrade. And he begins 
by describing the soldier being buried in the third person. And it's going to take him a couple of 
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drafts, and he's writing it on different sides of the paper, in the notebook. And it's very hard to track 
what comes first, as so often is the case with Whitman's manuscript. So, they're anything but 
systematic, and just the continual working and working. But he eventually makes it a discussion of 
the one soldier with the other, the reference to the dead soldier in the second person. And he 
performs the inversions that are gonna become so crucial to the poem, but they're different 
inversions than we would expect at first. It's as if, I think of the whole idea of, why does Whitman 
do inversions in the poetry? Because we usually think of inversions as creating a kind of emphasis, 
but also allowing poets to maintain a particular metre. In Xanadu did Kubla Khan, a stately pleasure-
dome decree. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> All right, so those inversions in those lines perform a kind of emphasis, but they also create the 
metre that we're going to get used to in the poem. Whitman doesn't have to create that metre. So, 
vigil strange I kept on the field one night. The, vigil strange, invests the visual with a, kind of, 
heightened rhetoric that makes it feel a little poetic. You have a feeling that this is part of the effect 
that Whitman is getting at. But what I'm fascinated with in those manuscripts is that there's nowhere 
in the manuscripts, that we have, that we see him finally arrive at that particular inversion, vigil 
strange. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> It's vigil of love, it's other kinds of vigil. But that adjective, strange, that then adheres to the, I, so 
that we get, a vigil strange, a strange vigil, but also a vigil that an, I, that is now becoming coming to 
feel estranged, an estranged I. All of that is something that happens after these drafts in that 
notebook. And that's, we're missing those intermediary drafts, but it's continual work for Whitman 
to get to the inversion that finally works. 
 
>> Yeah, we have the feeling it might have even happened at the very last minute. When he 
suddenly thought, strange I, that adds another resonance that might be useful. 
 
>> Correct, yeah. 
 
>> Of course, its reworked again, and again, and again. And nowhere is this more apparent, than if 
we look at the notebook jottings that we have up on the page here, and then look at the exquisite 
handwriting in this letter that he writes to Mr. and Mrs. SM Haskell. 
 
>> Yes, and we should remind ourselves, again, that one of Whitman's professions is as a 
professional scribe. As a scribe in both the Bureau of Indian Affairs and then, in the Attorney 
General's office, where his job is to very neatly copy out these letters. And he develops during this 
time an incredibly neat hand. He always had a very powerful, good hand but now it becomes very 
neat. When he writes these letters to soldiers' families or letters for the soldiers themselves, we can 
see that very neat hand come back out again. There are so many interesting moments in that letter. 
At one point, as he's writing to Erastus Haskell's parents, he says that I used to sit on the side of his 
bed. I said once, you don't talk any, Erastus. You leave me to do all the talking. He only answered 
quietly, I was never much of a talker. I's a great moment, because here we have Whitman and 
Erastus' death. Now speaking for Erastus, at great length to the parents and in a moment like this 
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putting Erastus's is voice into the letter. And framing it by saying, the reason you're hearing my voice 
so much and Erastus' so little is that's how it was between Erastus and me. 
 
>> It's so artfully done. 
 
>> It's really amazing moments and we talk in our commentaries about how the slippage in 
relationship here between Whitman and Erastus is just so artfully and beautifully manipulated by 
Whitman. He becomes, I love Peter Coviello's analysis, I mention this in the commentary that we 
have a kind of queering of normal family relationships here. Whitman saying you can occupy more 
than the traditional affectional roles. And I, in the hospitals with these soldiers, am called upon again 
and again, to feel within myself the need and the power to be a mother, to be a father, to be a 
brother, to be a comrade, to be a lover, to be a nurse, to be a friend, all of these relational 
associations Whitman has to be able to call upon and keep altering and shifting so that one soldier 
may want to feel toward Whitman a brotherly kind of love, another soldier may want something 
more erotic. I want to be held, I want that maternal kind of love we talked about how that little 
image that Whitman creates in that tiny little home about the mother and son creating that intimate 
image of nursing. And how often Whitman felt called upon in his own duties in the hospital to lift 
the soldiers to his chest, to hold them, to kiss them. 
 
>> And then juxtaposing that one tiny poem in a much larger poem in the text gives us, again, a 
larger idea of what his ministry consisted of.  
On the general theme of language and treatments, what comes to mind is, given the specificity of 
this letter that Whitman writes to the Haskells, you have to imagine what would he have done in a 
poem? How would he have taken this material and transformed it into a poem? 
 
>> Yeah, that's a great question because you can imagine different poets would handle that in very 
different ways. You could imagine, in some cases, almost the winding out this letter as a poem. But 
in Whitman's case, it's really fascinating that as specific as he is in his letters and his prose and 
Memoranda During the War, he will name the soldiers. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> He will tell you where they're from. 
 
>> And the dates. 
 
>> And the dates and the specific injuries. But as soon as we move into Drum Taps, we suddenly 
are aware we're in a landscape of anonymity. Nobody has names in these, the wound dresser has no 
name, all the patients that the wound dresser sees are nameless. The soldier that keeps the vigil on 
the field is nameless. The soldier who's looking under those three blankets at the corpses is looking 
at three nameless corpses. And the I in that poem is nameless, as well. The critic, Adam Bradford, 
has written quite eloquently about thinking of some of Whitman's work, like Drum Taps, as almost 
mourning objects. Objects that are set up to be carried into the home of a nation that has hundreds 
of thousands of missing sons after the war and that these poems become quite portable mourning 
objects. You can look at any number of these poems and picture your own son filling that role, of 
either the soldier being mourned or the soldier doing the mourning. This one difference, I think, in 
Whitman's poetry and prose is it's always specific, individual, humanized people in his prose and 
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certainly in the letters. But then in the poetry, it's a nameless I that keeps shifting from soldier to 
soldier and nameless bodies and suffering people around that invite the reader to give a name to. 
 
>> And what it does is, it makes you think that if in a creative writing workshop we are always 
saying something like the more specific you can be, the more universal the effect, what Whitman is 
asking us to do is to think about that. There are some places where the more specific you are, that's 
the right effect for that kind of writing. 
But there are other places where certain specific details will not contribute to the whole and because 
the whole is at least in the poetry, it's the whole cosmos. We're back to that tiny little speck of time 
within the quadrillions of years. 
 
>> Right. Yeah, and I'm always fascinated by people's reactions to Whitman's Civil War writings 
because I've heard from so many people that when they read Whitman's Civil War prose, they're 
really powerfully moved by it. But when they read his poetry during the Civil War, they tell me I 
don't feel the emotion in that poem. Usually, The Wound Dresser is the one exception. But it's clear 
that in Whitman's mind and it's such a categorical difference between the specificity in the prose and 
the anonymity in the poetry that you become aware that he really has two different purposes in mind 
- two different audiences in mind - but primarily that difference in purpose. One is summoning up 
actual presences, actual soldiers that were lost, and the other is opening a text to the possibility of 
being representative of allowing any identity, lost identity to be filled in, in that moment. So we have 
poems that work on creating representative moments that can be filled and given specific identity 
and then the prose, specific remembrance after specific remembrance. 
 
>> And as with any great writer, he demands that we learn the different languages within which he 
works: the different purposes he has for each individual piece of writing. 
 
>> Right. 
 
>> It's the task of a lifetime. 
 


